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EIGHTEEN PERCENT OF CALIFORNIA SENIORS AND 26 PERCENT OF THOSE 
IN POOR HEALTH REPORT SKIPPING PRESCRIPTION DOSES OR FOREGOING MEDICATIONS DUE TO COST, NEW SURVEY FINDS
Three Of Four California Seniors Unaware of State's Pharmacy Assistance Program






(Washington, DC) A survey released today by the Kaiser Family Foundation finds nearly one in five California seniors didn’t fill a prescription or skipped doses to make their medications last longer last year, with higher rates reported among seniors in poor health and those without drug coverage. Roughly the same share, 18%, was without drug coverage in 2001. 

The survey also finds that out-of-pocket drug spending is a particular concern for California seniors without drug coverage, with 39 percent reporting spending $100 or more per month on their medications.  The majority of seniors, 77%, report never having heard of the state’s pharmacy discount program that was enacted in 1999 and is available to all of the state’s Medicare beneficiaries. 
California Seniors and Prescription Drugs presents survey findings from a study by researchers at Tufts-New England Medical Center and the Kaiser Family Foundation based on responses from 2,380 California seniors collected in a broader 2001 survey of seniors in eight states.  The eight-state survey of 10,927 seniors in California, Colorado, Illinois, Michigan, New York, Ohio, Pennsylvania, and Texas was released in July of this year.  


Although seniors in California have higher rates of drug coverage than seniors in the other seven states included in the original survey, lack of drug coverage is still a major concern.  Medicare+Choice plans are a primary source of drug coverage for seniors in California, covering 30% of all of the state’s seniors.  This represents a larger share than in any of the states included in the original survey.  Employer plans provided drug coverage to another 30% of California seniors.

“With nearly one in five lacking drug coverage, and seniors with serious chronic conditions skipping doses or foregoing medications, the Medicare drug debate has very real consequences for California seniors,” said Drew Altman, president and CEO of the Kaiser Family Foundation.
FOREGOING PRESCRIPTIONS OR SKIPPING DOSES DUE TO COST

Overall, 18% of California seniors say they didn’t fill a prescription or skipped doses due to costs. Nearly twice as many California seniors without drug coverage reported foregoing medications due to cost than did those with some form of drug coverage (29% vs. 16%).   More than a third of seniors with serious chronic conditions, such as diabetes (40%), congestive heart disease (37%), or hypertension (35%) who lack drug coverage said they didn’t fill a prescription or skipped doses to make medications last longer.

High out-of-pocket costs for prescriptions are also a problem for California seniors, including those with drug coverage.  Overall, sixteen percent report spending $100 or more per month out-of-pocket on drugs.  For seniors with multiple chronic conditions, 27% report $100 or more in monthly out-of-pocket drug expenses.  

Seniors lacking drug coverage face even higher out-of-pocket spending, with nearly 40% reporting spending $100 or more each month on medications (compared with 11% of seniors with drug coverage).  Out-of-pocket spending varies by source of coverage; Medigap, insurance purchased by seniors to supplement Medicare, provides less financial protection than all other sources. More than a quarter of California seniors with Medigap drug coverage paid $100 or more per month on medications, compared with roughly one in ten seniors covered by Medicare+Choice, employer plans, or Medi-Cal.


THE ROLE OF MEDI-CAL

The survey shows that California’s Medicaid program, Medi-Cal, provides drug coverage to a larger share of low-income seniors than do Medicaid programs in the seven other surveyed states. Medi-Cal covers the costs of prescriptions for 
more than half (56%) of all California seniors with incomes below the poverty level, while roughly 45 percent of seniors in Texas and New York below poverty have drug coverage under Medicaid, and a third or fewer low-income seniors have Medicaid drug coverage in the remaining surveyed states. Due to Medi-Cal’s relatively generous income eligibility requirements, California provides drug coverage to about a quarter (24%) of seniors with incomes between 100 and 200% of poverty – compared with less than four percent in each of the other surveyed states. 

When the experiences of seniors with Medi-Cal are compared to seniors with Medicaid in other states, the story is somewhat mixed.  With respect to high out-of-pocket drug costs, Medi-Cal’s seniors fare better than do seniors with Medicaid in Ohio, Texas, and Illinois but not as well seniors with Medicaid in New York, Michigan and Colorado.  Similarly, seniors with Medi-Cal are less likely than Medicaid beneficiaries in Texas to forego medications, but more likely to do so than those in Colorado, Michigan, New York, and Pennsylvania.
"The study reveals a bit of a 'good news, bad news' story with respect to California's Medi-Cal program," said Dr. Dana Gelb Safran, Sc.D., director of the Health Institute at Tufts-New England Medical Center and principal investigator of the study. "On the one hand, Medi-Cal is reaching a substantially larger percentage of low-income seniors than any other state Medicaid program we studied. On the other hand, the drug coverage provided through Medi-Cal appears to be more limited than the coverage provided by several other state Medicaid programs evaluated here," she said. 


CALIFORNIA PRESCRIPTION DRUG DISCOUNT PROGRAM

The majority of seniors (77%) report never having heard of California’s prescription drug discount program for Medicare beneficiaries, which was enacted in 1999. The program provides Medicare beneficiaries a pharmacy discount that ensures they pay no more than the Medi-Cal reimbursement rate for medications.  The program is available to all California seniors with a Medicare card and does not require any formal enrollment on the part of seniors. Among seniors who say they have heard of the program, only about one-third (35%) report having received a discount on their medications through the program.  

Methodology

The 2001 survey, funded by the Kaiser Family Foundation and the Commonwealth Fund, consisted of mail and follow-up phone interviews with 10,927 non-institutionalized seniors in eight states (CA, CO, IL, MI, NY, OH, PA, and TX).  In California, the survey included 2,498 seniors; the analysis is based on responses from 2,380 California seniors for whom drug coverage information was available. The survey was conducted between May 15, 2001 and August 23, 2001.  After accounting for beneficiaries excluded due to death, institutionalization, relocation, non-English/Spanish language, or severe cognitive or physical impairment, the survey response rate for all eight states was 55 percent and 52 percent for California. 
For all results based on the full sample, the 95 percent confidence interval is plus or minus 2 percentage points.  For results based on subgroups, the margin of sampling error is wider.
The Kaiser Family Foundation is an independent, national health philanthropy dedicated to providing information and analysis on health issues to policymakers, the media, and the general public.  The Foundation is not associated with Kaiser Permanente or Kaiser Industries.

Tufts-New England Medical Center is an academic medical institution in Boston and is the principal teaching hospital for Tufts University School of Medicine.  The mission of Tufts-NEMC is to provide outstanding patient care to adults and children, teach generations of future physicians, and break new ground with ongoing, innovative research. 
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